Since its surprise attack in New York City last year, the West Nile virus has become the most infamous new pathogen in the United States. But a handful of researchers and public health authorities are now worrying about another new bug on the block. Since last January, they have discovered that hunting dogs in 21 U.S. states and the Canadian province of Ontario are infected with the parasite that causes visceral leishmaniasis--a protozoan thought to be all but absent from the United States. Visceral leishmaniasis is an infection of the liver, spleen, and bone marrow; it can affect humans as well as dogs and can be lethal when untreated.
Nobody is claiming that the disease is about to run riot among the U.S. population. But the widespread outbreak in dogs has experts wondering whether visceral leishmaniasis--which sickens over half a million people yearly in South America, Africa, the Mediterranean, and India--has become an endemic disease in North America. If so, scattered human cases are possible, says Peter Schantz, a researcher at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in Atlanta: "It's certainly something to be concerned about." To gauge that risk, Schantz and his colleagues are trying to find out how the parasite--identified as Leishmania infantum by the Institute of Public Health in Rome, Italy--spreads in North America. And they're still flummoxed by how the parasite could have become so widespread in the first place. Schantz posits an unusual mode of transmission. Foxhounds live close together in hunt club kennels, he points out, and they may infect each other without the help of sandflies--for instance, through sexual contact, or through wounds sustained when they tear through the forest.
Other experts disagree. Although direct transmission between dogs has been shown to occur rarely, concedes Robert Killick-Kendrick, a leishmaniasis researcher at Imperial College in London, he doesn't believe that could explain the high prevalence among U.S. foxhounds. He thinks sandflies are the main vector, just as they are everywhere else. Foxhounds, he points out, often travel for joint hunts, training, or dog shows with other clubs. On one of these visits south, the northern dogs 2/14/09 4:53 PM may have been bitten by sandflies, he says. (The New York pack indeed were frequent travelers.) A closer look may reveal that other dogs have been bitten and infected in the south as well, he says.
Another possibility is that there are sandflies in the north that nobody has ever seen, says Rowton, because nobody has looked carefully. Rowton, for one, has studied sandflies from endemic areas extensively but is only now beginning to look at North American varieties. Yet another possibility is that other insect vectors exist.
The debate is not just academic. If sandflies are spreading the disease, there's a chance they may also infect humans; in fact, that may already have happened, says NCSU's Breitschwerdt. Because a few foxhound cases occurred in the 1980s, "we probably uncovered a smoldering epidemic that has been in this country for 20 years or more," he says. 
